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ABSTRACT 
Digital technologies have recently shaped the way in which individuals and communities interact. This 
paper examines the unique social contexts of Latino youth and their use of digital technologies to 
support access to health information and extend social support. The design and use of digital health 
tools are complex and should not take a one-size-fits-all approach. In order to better understand 
community assets and systemic issues of power, this paper explores interactions between 
developmental, contextual, and technological factors that may empower Latino youth to use digital 
tools to support their wellbeing, especially in the era of COVID-19 (C-19). Therefore, we first review 
the nuances of culture and behaviors Latino youth to highlight opportunities for strength identification 
support. Next, we review traditional co-design processes and how they might be refined to support an 
assets-based approach. Finally, we present an assets-based approach and framework to be used as a 
lens through which designers can gain better understanding of Latino youth and their use of digital 
technologies to navigate unique challenges.  Through this approach, designers may avoid amplifying 
structural inequities and discriminatory processes in marginalized communities. 
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INTRODUCTION 
We live in a place of history within the United States where the diversity of the youth population is 
at its highest [8].  Groups previously noted as racial and ethnic minorities are now considered the 
majority with the Latino youth population among the largest, fastest growing, and youngest major 
racial or ethnic group in the United States [11]. It is estimated that  one-third, or 17.9 million, of the 
nation’s Hispanic population is younger than 18, and about a quarter, or 14.6 million, of all Hispanics 
are Millennials (ages 18 to 33 in 2014) [11]. Latino youth are among the highest users of online and 
digital media (e.g. social media) [2,7], yet severe systemic disparities in the offline spaces (e.g., 
healthcare, education, industry) have muted the vast opportunities for an equitable digital space, 
especially for digital health support and services. How can we translate Latino youth assets into 
design that supports healthy social transformation? 
 
In order to understand the impacts of health disparities affecting this group, it is worth recognizing 
the academic, and industry inequities which have been exacerbated by the recent COVID-19 (C-19) 
pandemic, with Latino communities being among the hardest hit [22]. Virtual schooling, telehealth, 
and online mental health resources, are just a few of the life adjustments youth in general have had 
to face [13]. Yet it goes with little acknowledgement that existing power structures challenge many 
Latino youth with much more, such as larger intergenerational households, income disparities, 
employment as front-line workers, or limited access to technology tools--all of which often elevate 
stress, anxiety, and increase risks overall. But instead of sole foci on deficits, we can amplify the 
voies of Latino youth by looking to their many strengths, or assets. In this paper we explore the lived 
experiences of Latino youth in California (CA) as a regional example to gain deeper understanding 
of how an assets-based approach to design may empower and support the development of youth 
from marginalized communities outside of their immediate environmental supports. 
 
STRENGTHS, PROBLEMS, AND AN ASSETS-BASED APPROACH 

Strength Identification 
Resilience - this is strength often found in the narrative of Latino communities, especially among 
youth. Resilience is the ability to withstand adversity by activating coping mechanisms and 
leveraging assets and resources [9,17] Concepts of resilience have public health origins in disaster 
preparedness, where community resilience is the community’s ability to withstand and recover from 
a disaster, such as a pandemic [4]. Findings suggest that resilience in Latino communities can be 
protective of psychosocial health by empowering individuals to better cope with challenges [20]. 
However, as increasing numbers of Latino youth are using digital media, an assets-based approach 
to design of digital media should seek to enhance and facilitate existing resilience as well as advance 
social change to dismantle power structures that marginalize their communities. 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Familism - this is another critical and valuable component to the Latino youth culture and 
experience. The role of the family in a young Latino’s life can often shape strengths and resilience 
[18]. Within the strength in family bonds also comes challenges for youth (e.g., concern with more 
adult issues such as immigration and economic concerns) by which digital tools may help to support 
youth and their families. Many health-related topics and resources are also often avoided or 
underutilized by older members due to stigma and distrust in health care among Latinos [1]. While 
Latino communities are at higher risk for developing many mental and physical health-related issues 
[21] there is much hesitancy, due to historical and cultural narratives, that has caused distrust and 
avoidance of healthcare systems [12]. Young Latino use of digital media and their voices in the 
design process may empower them to share and provide support for themselves, their families, and 
their communities. There exists enormous potential for digital technology to strengthen this asset 
and transform the digital health experiences of Latino communities. 

 
Resilience and familism are two of the many strengths and assets of Latino youth in which we 
highlight. They are key examples of identified strengths in a community and how future design work 
may build on these strengths to empower an entire community. In addition to recognizing strengths, 
we recommend that all design work also evaluate power structures that feed into challenges. 
Challenges faced by marginalized communities are not solely rooted in the community--existing 
power structures created and maintain inequities in order for communities to be marginalized. To 
better understand the lived experiences of Latino youth and identify how digital media may help 
use existing strengths to navigate challenges, we evaluate equity in three different power structures: 
health, academia, industry. 
 
Issues of Power 

 
Health Equity 
Early research has shown that minoritized youth, specifically Black and Hispanic adolescents, were 
found to have significantly lower rates of health care utilization for both primary and mental health 
care compared to their white counterparts [5,10]. These racial and ethnic disparities are often 
explained by lack of access and a mistrust of the health care system. More recently, Hispanic/Latino 
youth are at higher risk for physical health issues such as obesity and asthma, and also higher rates 
of depressive symptoms and problematic alcohol consumption [6]. However, despite these increased 
risks, access and utilization of health care systems remains at alarmingly low rates [15] even though 
a recent study shows that social capital within Latino families for youth have shown potential for 
resilience and improved health behaviors [14].   
 
 
 



 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Table 1. Ladder rank faculty workforce diversity 
in leading CA research universities. 
 
 

 
In many areas of the US, the Latino community is tragically affected by C-19. In CA, they 
disproportionately represent 71% of fatalities among 18-64 years old [22].  This extreme outcome 
unfortunately aligns with  prior research which reveals the impacts of public health crises on 
communities who face such vast structural disadvantages and is expected to impact Latino youth in 
unprecedented ways. [3]. The differences of experiences across social structures may further isolate 
Latino youth from other youth whose communities have not experienced such loss due to C-19. As 
such, in any design effort, it is critical to understand not only the social contexts of their lived 
experience but to leverage the strengths that support them through social and health challenges. 
During the C-19 era, many Latino youth, and youth in general, are turning even more to their digital 
tools to cope with drastic changes to their everyday lives, yet traditional research often does not 
take into consideration the contextual, developmental, and cultural considerations to develop an 
equitable online space (See Figure 1).  Digital technology in its ubiquity and a broader ecological 
consideration may be a part of the solution to closing the gaps in these disparities.  

 
It is recognized that online spaces and information can significantly influence behaviors and 
development [7]. Owning a smartphone as a teenager is nearly ubiquitous (95%) and among the 
highest by Latino teens compared to their white and black counterparts [2]. In general, greater 
exposure to digital spaces has been linked to increased exposure to risk behaviors online, yet 
surprisingly a significant understanding of risks and preventative measures to limit the proliferation 
of these problematic behaviors have been shown among Latino youth [19]. This understanding is 
critical to highlight when designing for youth, and in particular marginalized youth, such as Latinos, 
in the digital age.  
 
Academic/Research Equity. 

Much research is conducted on behalf of Latino youth by leading research universities. To better 
understand traditional academic structures, we evaluated the ethnic/racial diversity of ladder rank 
faculty in three top tier research universities in CA: The University of California, the University of 
Southern California, and Stanford University. Even though Latinos make up 39% of their state’s 
population, these three universities only average 6% Latino ladder rank faculty overall (see Table 1) 
[23–25]. 

  

Tech Industry Equity. 

Additionally, much design work is conducted for Latino communities by powerful tech industry 
leaders. To better understand these for-profit business structures, we evaluated the ethnic/racial 
diversity of employees in five of the largest tech leaders with headquarters in CA: Twitter, Facebook, 
Google, Microsoft, and Apple. Even though Latinos make up 39% of the CA population, these five 
industry leaders only average 5.85% Latino employees [16]. At the time of writing this paper, data 

 
Ladder Rank Faculty 
(Latino, all fields) 

UC 5% 

Stanford 4% 

USC 9% 

Figure 1. Ecological Considerations for Wellbeing of 
Latino Youth in the digital age. In order to design for 
Latino youth, we must consider their social ecological 
interactions which influence their wellbeing, especially 
in online spaces. 



 

were not readily available to evaluate how many 
of these employees are located in CA or the 
diversity percentages of industry executives. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 2. Employee workforce diversity by tech 
industries headquartered in CA. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3. Assets-based approach bridges inequities to foster two-way transfer of knowledge and informed 

participation in the co-design process. 
 
 
THE POSITION 
A first step towards an assets-based approach is to elevate lived experiences through recognition of 
strengths within the community that support resilience. Elevating lived experiences may challenge 
existing power structures and pervasive negative narratives often found in formal avenues (e.g., 
media, academic journals, news stories). However, we posit that elevating lived experiences is a 
significant part of co-design as a social movement. Part of this movement is creating new roles for 
marginalized communities in the design process. As designers, we must move towards creating 
supportive conditions for participation and partnership in research and design processes.  

 
Ascribing value to lived experiences begins with accepting and respecting that there are already 
assets in the community. Figure 2 highlights the flow of existing assets-based relationships between 
individuals, family, and community to foster supports that maintain and strengthen the community. 
This also highlights the gap created by inequities and the resultant isolation of the community from 
existing power structures. Even though a community may be nested in a system of inequity, it 
continues to socially thrive through existing assets-based relationships. The design process should 
amplify these strengths instead of, as has traditionally been done, amplifying the negative 
narratives. 
 

 
Overall percentage of 
Latino Employees 

Twitter 3.9% 

Facebook 5.2% 

Google 5.7% 

Microsoft 6.3% 

Apple 14% 



 

In 

Figure 3, we present how an assets-based 
approach should ideally facilitate understanding 
of lived experiences including inequities and 
existing power structures. An assets-based 
approach not only respects and values existing 
strengths in the community but also views 
inequities and power structures from the 
viewpoint of the community--a bottom up view of 
power structures vs a traditional top-down 
approach from the financially powerful to the 
marginalized. Through valuing, respecting, and 
including communities in the design process, the 
gap of inequities may be minimized. In the co-
design process, knowledge ideally travels both 
directions, bridging the inequities gap and 
facilitating transfer of knowledge from the 
community to power structures and vice versa. 
This two-way transfer of knowledge has the 
potential to: 1) elevate the lived experiences of 
the community for social change, 2) empower 
the community with strong understanding of 
the way researchers and designers create 
digital tools, and 3) foster informed 
participation of community members in co-
design processes.  

 
CONCLUSION 
There are unique cultural, contextual and developmental considerations to be made when designing 
technology and online spaces for Latino youth in the U.S.  Historically, systemic barriers have prevented their 
representation from the groundwork of academic and industry research and design. Effects from these barriers 
have shaped isolating experiences of marginalization, as currently seen in the C-19 experience.  Healthcare is a 
human right and provides an example of an opportunity for 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Figure 2. Assets-based environmental supports already occurring in family and community systems. 
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academia and industry to bridge existing inequities and design digital tools that transform daily 
well-being and build on existing community strengths to survive health disasters such as C-19. 
Giving agency to Latino youth to voice their narrative of strengths, needs, and assets will provide 
opportunities in co-design processes to benefit the community and contribute to the social good. To 
address this large undertaking, we must utilize the asset-based approach to develop a digital health 
space in which young Latinos and their communities trust, utilize, and promote health 



 

information.  Additionally, we must evaluate the 
existing power dynamics of academic and 
technology organizations that are researching 
and designing digital tools that may empower 
Latino youth. An assets-based approach to design 
includes reflection on the external power 
dynamics that impact a community’s digital 
media use. 

This paper has focused on Latino youth resilience, 
familism, increased use of digital media by Latino 
youth and its broader implications. This is a call 
to action for designers to value and understand 
the lived experiences of Latino youth before 
undertaking design work in Latino communities. 
We also hope this is a call to action for industry 
and academia to evaluate the effects of ethnic and 
racial inequality in their power structures. If we 
are to continue conducting ethical, human-
centered work, we must be inclusive. Broader 
implications of an assets-based approach have the 
potential to foster a social movement to promote 
two-way knowledge dissemination and dismantle 
existing inequitable power structures. 
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